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Obamabilia and the Historic Moment: Institutional Authority and 'Deeply Consequential Memory' in Keepsake Journalism
Carolyn Kitch
In just the first three weeks after the November 2008 election of US President Barack Obama, 'perhaps as much as $200 million' was spent on commemorative products, according to New York Times media columnist Stuart Elliott (2008, 2009) , who was among the first to use the term 'Obamabilia' to describe these items. This may seem unsurprising in an American culture full of commercial nostalgia, where 'collectibles' are produced for everything from sports victories to celebrity deaths. What was newer this time was the centrality of journalistic media -and, in particular, the most elite American news organizations -in the production and marketing of Obama commemorative products. Of course, as many commentators have noted, these products were meant to yield ancillary revenue and to 'extend the brand'. Yet their content reveals that they were meant to do something more as well. Through words and pictures, this wave of commemorative journalism repeatedly reaffirmed the authority and value of elite, 'old media' at a moment when those institutions appeared to be in crisis.
The clearest example of these status claims can be seen in the most expensive of these memory products, which in early March 2009 debuted on The New York Times Best Seller List at number 3: the Times' own oversized, hardcover book titled Obama: the Historic Journey (2009). Executive Editor Bill Keller's Introduction was not about Barack Obama; it was about the Times' pre-eminent position in journalism, even in a souring economy and in the face of competition from new media. He noted that many newspapers had not been able to afford to cover the full primary campaigns, but 'The Times has always prided itself on sparing no necessary expense to cover the news, and we did not compromise on this one … Times reporters were sometimes the only ones who showed up in the early days …' Of the increased importance of online journalism in this election, he explained: 'From the outset, we determined that our Web and print coverage would be one organic journalistic endeavor, produced by the same expert cast of reporters, editors, photographers, graphic artists, multimedia specialists and producers, exploiting the possibilities of both mediums' (Keller, 2009: 16) .
Of politicians' (and others') criticism of news media during the campaign, Keller wrote: 'Attacking the messenger is a time-honored way … to change the subject. … When it comes to our job of afflicting the comfortable, we try to be equal opportunity afflicters … Among news reporters and editors, fair play -the discipline to set aside any personal predilection and let readers be the judge -is regarded as a fundamental of the job ' (2009: 18, 19 ). Yet he also recalled that Managing Editor Jill Abramson, whose 'career had begun in 1976, when she helped cover the New Hampshire primaries for Time when she was a student at Harvard', kept up the paper's 'ritual' of attending the 'traditional Election Day lunch at The Palm steakhouse ' (2009: 186) .
In a few paragraphs, which seem to merely open and close the 240-page book, the Times made several points that have long typified the claims of elite, mainstream journalism: that it does not put economic concerns above its dedication to comprehensive coverage; that it is just a 'messenger' -accurate, comprehensive, and 'fair' -even while it 'afflicts' the powerful; that new technology is merely a new way of delivering the same, quality product; that its practitioners are 'disciplined' even while they have inside access to the halls of power; and that those journalists are very well connected to each other and to other powerful institutions.
Journalism scholars use the terms 'news repair' or 'paradigm repair' to describe the process of how news organizations make such claims, often within the news product they create, in order to reaffirm or re-establish their own professional authority and reputation. Dan Berkowitz writes: 'Paradigm repair attempts to restore faith in the paradigm of objectivity by isolating the people or organizations that stray from the rest of the news media institution ' (2000: 126) . Such a definition presumes that mainstream news media become 'fixers' only when there is a clear departure from the norms of journalism. Oren Meyers (forthcoming) points out, instead, that it may be more useful to study how challenges are made to the status and reputation of mainstream news organizations on an ongoing basis, and not only with regard to professional transgressions. Using George Gerbner's term 'critical incident ' (1973: 562) to describe such rifts in the norms of news practice, Barbie Zelizer explains that, '[w]hen employed discursively, critical incidents refer to
